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Real Imagined Communities:
National Narratives and the
Globalization of Design History
Kjetil Fallan, Grace Lees-Maffel

Figure 1

Toyota Camry Hybrid Drive yellow cab in
New York City. Photograph by Kijetil Fallan,
February 2015.

Design is simultaneously global, regional, national, and local, and

it has been so for centuries, throughout the early and late modern
periods.! The Silk Road and the transatlantic slave trade are exam-
ples of the pre-modern and early modern globalization of com-
merce; in this respect, they can be associated with the development
of similarly global channels of communication about goods and
their design and manufacture. Today, the cars we celebrate as “Ital-
ian” could just as well be designed by Britons and Brazilians and
manufactured in Poland and Pakistan, on behalf of multinational
owners, for markets in Switzerland and Swaziland.? A pertinent
example of the hybridization of design identities today is that one
of the most common New York City yellow cabs—an iconic main-
stay of American design culture—now is a Japanese car, the Toyota
Camry, in the Hybrid Drive version (see Figure 1).

Although design might be more global than ever before, it
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The long process of globalization has been accompanied
by discourses that have emphasized certain geo-cultural contexts
over others at various times. Although the national category has
been a dominant one for understanding culture and identity—as
well as politics and economics and a host of other factors—for the
past two centuries and more, mainstream media and academic
discourses alike have been preoccupied with globalization in our
own century.’ Across the humanities and social sciences, interna-
tional developments in higher education, the continuing influence
of postcolonial theory, and the contemporary focus on sustain-
ability have all exerted an influence on the ways in which design,
particularly, is understood. Design historians have critiqued an
existing bias in the field toward Western industrialized nations
that is based on a definition of design derived from its separation
from industrial manufacture. They (we) are now looking further
afield in writing Global Design History, to use the title of a 2011
anthology.* In this work, national histories have been criticized
as unsuited to a new global gaze in which contemporary society
and historical narratives are to be freed from the geopolitical
straightjacket of nation states.> Arjun Appadurai has even claimed
that the nation state has become obsolete as a marker of identity
construction.® Is the nation simply imagined, a modern myth, as
Ernest Gellner claimed?” Or can this admittedly complex construc-
tion still be a valuable framework for histories of design?

The nation state is no longer the only socio-cultural or
political-economic unit forming our identities and experiences, if
it ever was, although national and regional histories of design
have demonstrated cogent frameworks for the discussion of
common socio-economic, cultural, and identity issues. In the con-
text of celebrations and moral panic alike about the effect of global-
ization, recognizing that the much-vaunted global chains of
design, manufacturing, and commerce are still composed of
national endeavors is critical. This article argues for a reinsertion
of the national category into contemporary academic understand-
ing of design—both past and present. It provides a timely exami-
nation of the historiographic and methodological value of national
frameworks in writing design history. We begin by examining
how the dominant national paradigm ceded to the global as an
academic, and mainstream, preoccupation, and then reintroduce
the national into the global in design history.

The Nation and History Writing

The nation and the national have formed perhaps the most wide-
spread and long-lasting paradigm in historical scholarship from its
origins as an academic discipline in Europe in the mid-nineteenth
century to the late twentieth century.®* Umut Ozkirimli’s sound
historiographic survey of writing on nations sees its origins in a
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“primordial” understanding of the nation as a natural entity.’
Primordial nationalism is supported by a feeling of belonging
and emotional iterations of national identity, such as patriotism.
The continued dominance of the nation as a category of under-
standing seems to support the idea that many people accept the
nation as, if not natural, then somehow inevitable. Terms such as
motherland, fatherland, and homeland merge kinship and terri-
tory and underscore a “sociobiological” understanding of nation-
hood in which the heritage and temporal depth of a nation are
macros that correlate with the successive generations of a family."

Only with the widespread influence of poststructuralist
theory on the historical profession from the 1980s onward was
the primacy of the national as narrative and framework for under-
standing seriously challenged. Across the humanities and social
sciences, this challenge took the form of a renewed interest in
the national—not as a given or a convenient unit of analysis, but
as a constructed entity. Scholarship on the nation focused on
deconstructing its symbolic and representational aspects."
Ozkirimli groups three of the key writers on nations—Ernest
Gellner, Benedict Anderson, and Eric Hobsbawm-—as “modern-
ists” who sought to dismantle the idea of the nation as natural or
inevitable and instead revealed nations as constructs—as the
result of concerted engagements in the invention of tradition
and imagined communities, albeit with a regrettable emphasis on
high culture and public discourses and practices rather than on
everyday or demotic instances of the national.”? The undeniably
influential theories of national identity proposed by Gellner,
Anderson, Hobsbawm, and others have been critiqued most
notably by Tim Edensor for being too singularly focused on “high”
culture, ceremonial practices, state interventions, and official life.
What is missing from their accounts, he claims, “is a sense of the
unspectacular, contemporary production of national identity
through popular culture and everyday life.””® This oversight has
significant implications for recognizing the importance of design
in communicating national identity, as we shall see.

Ozkirimli then turns to ethnosymbolist approaches to the
nation, including Anthony D. Smith’s examination of the nation
and ethnicities, before arriving at “new” approaches to national-
ism, characterized by the work of five theorists informed variously
by postcolonial and feminist theory.* These theorists include, nota-
bly for the study of design understood as a demotic phenomenon,
Michael Billig’s work on “banal nationalism.”s Ozkirimli adduces
from his survey a synthetic approach that takes the best from the
literature across the categories he reviews and arrives at an under-
standing of the national as “neither illusory nor artificial, but [...]
socially constituted and institutional, hence ‘real’ in its conse-
quences and a very ‘real’ part of our everyday lives.”” He closes his
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book with a call for greater collaboration between theorists of
nationalism and historians, the former all too often operating in an
abstract mode with insufficient reference to specific empirical
examples and the latter ignoring theoretical developments in favor
of “descriptive narratives of particular nationalisms.””

Postcolonialism and the Nation

In addition to poststructuralist approaches to understanding
nations, and the detractors of these approaches, work informed
by postcolonial theory provides critical perspectives. Because
the modern nation state is a recent construct, and one that was
transposed and translated to the non-Western world as part of, and
in the wake of, colonialism, its role in historical narratives has
preoccupied postcolonialist historiography. For instance, Dipesh
Chakrabarty argues that “European thought is at once both
indispensable and inadequate in helping us to think through the
experiences of political modernity in non-Western nations, and
provincializing Europe becomes a task of exploring how this
thought—which is now everybody’s heritage and affects us all—
may be renewed from and for the margins.”* The histories of mod-
ern non-Western nations are better understood by reading the
reception and reinterpretation in these societies of colonial
thought than by discarding it. The latter would amount to “postco-
lonial revenge,” a less productive strategy.”

Crucially, however, postcolonial theory has also led to a
renewal—and improvement—of the national paradigm in his-
toriography. A key example is Partha Chatterjee’s critique of
Benedict Anderson’s claim that colonial nationalism was inevitably
based on European models. Chatterjee argues that this misconcep-
tion is caused when historians prioritize the political realms of
society over the cultural, and that a cultural history of colonial
nations reveals the emergence of modern national cultures inde-
pendent of, or at least parallel to, the Western-dominated colonial
state.” Similarly, and again based on examples from the history of
the previously colonized world, Chatterjee dismisses as premature
Appadurai’s call to move beyond the nation.” He argues instead
for increased attention to historical processes that are “located on a
different site—not the moral-cultural ground of modernity and the
external institutional domain of global civil society but rather the
ground of democracy and the internal domain of national political
society.”? Also noteworthy is that national narratives in non-West-
ern societies, such as India and China, by far predate the modern
Western nation state and its historiography.

Taking Fernando Ortiz’s notion of transculturation as his
example, Walter Mignolo has even critiqued postcolonial perspec-
tives for their reliance on the national framework: “You find either
a nation-state that becomes an empire (like Spain or England) or
one undergoing uprisings and rebellions to become autonomous,
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working toward the foundation of a nation.”* In an effort to move
beyond such dichotomies, however, Samer Akkach has recently
suggested that the marginalization of the colonized world is as
much a product of postcolonialism as of colonialism. He argues
that the process of marginalization and separatism, at least in the
case of the Arab world, “coincided with the self-conscious desire of
the Arabs to disentangle themselves from the colonisers’ history,
the history of the West, and to rewrite their independent national
history and reconstruct their cultural identity.”*

From Nation to Nation: Alternative Approaches

Different scalar foci have been tested, most notably by the French
Annales School, who advocated the longue duree as more revealing
than studies of shorter periods of time.* Meanwhile, fields such
as social history, history of everyday life, and micro history have
tended to focus on other units of analysis—for example, the family,
the village, and the region.

More recent alternatives to the national paradigm have
included comparative history and transnational history. For exam-
ple, of relevance to design history is Greg Castillo’s examination of
the significance of homes during the Cold War as demonstrations
of the relative merits of socialist and capitalist societies and associ-
ated lifestyles.” Castillo ranges comparatively across East and
West, the Soviet bloc and the United States, in tracing this argu-
ment through the material culture of the competing regimes and
the discourses that surrounded it. Design historians also have
much to gain from considering the work of the major “Tensions of
Europe” project and the associated Making Europe book series—
just one outcome of which is the examination by Ruth Oldenziel
and Mikael Hard of debates surrounding the various technological
developments that were adopted by consumers across Europe
from 1850 to the present.” This work is extremely valuable for
elucidating and exemplifying the place of design and technology
in understanding nations and their interactions. Ultimately,
though, both comparative history and transnational history rely
on the nation as entity and conceptual category and therefore
produce histories that complement rather than contest national
histories. Also complementary are regional histories, whether of
regions within nations (e.g., the study of North East America by
Daniel Maudlin and Robin Peel®) or of supranational regions
(e.g., the studies of Scandinavia in a work edited by one of this arti-
cle’s authors.®

Larger alternatives to the national paradigm include the
growing fields of world history and global history. Design his-
torical interventions in these categories include Victor Margolin’s
monumental World History of Design, which combines a chrono-
logical arrangement with regional and national perspectives,
and the anthology, Global Design History, which originates from a
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museological perspective.” The textbook survey, History of Design:
Decorative Arts and Material Culture, 1400-2000, also aims for global
coverage (although with the exclusion of Australia/Oceania in the
first edition).” Aligning the “material turn” in the humanities with
the desire to move beyond the Western bias of most fields, Ruth
Phillips argues that “[i]t is no accident that a concern with materi-
ality has accompanied the rise of global consciousness and the
reframing of curricula and research in ‘world’ terms—e.g., “world’
history, art history, literatures.” Their congruence, she claims, is
facilitated by the material turn’s friendliness to “critical analysis of
alternative sensory regimes.”* World histories of design, then, are
alluring because things lend themselves to cross-cultural transla-
tion and understanding. However, advocates of border studies,
Tony Fry and Eleni Kalantidou, sound a warning about world his-
tory: “The plural nature of design cannot any longer be gathered
and contained within any homogenising frame, notwithstanding
for a “world history of design’ to be ‘manufactured” within design
history.”* National studies may be too bounded by borders, but
they are perhaps less prone to generalizing about the commonality
of huge international regions than the project of world history.
Clearly, the historiography of recent decades demonstrates
multiple challenges to the national framework in the writing of
history, and alternative approaches abound. Notwithstanding
these highly significant and influential developments in historical
scholarship, the national paradigm is far from discarded; if any-
thing, it is resurging. Stefan Berger has suggested as a catalyst for
this renewed interest in national histories the political turmoil fol-
lowing the end of the cold war: “The nation is about to return to
the historical stage, as it is still widely identified as the most pow-
erful community of memory.”* However, the new national histo-
ries are significantly different from the homogenizing, monolithic
narratives so prominent in traditional historiography:
Where the old national paradigms worked on the basis of
“othering” and inclusion/exclusion mechanisms, the new
histories have steadfastly opposed excluding certain stories
in order to make the overall story a homogenous one. [...]
The historical master narrative needs to be pluralized
in order to arrive at more tolerant and playful forms of
cultural identity.*

National histories have been portrayed as outmoded and static;
for example, Francois Hartog has raised the question: “How
should we write national history without reactivating the patterns
of nineteenth century historiography: that is to say, the close
association of progress and the nation ... or without presenting it
as a paradise lost?”¥ Such worries seem predicated on an out-
moded and static understanding of the nation itself as an analyti-
cal category. If the nation is instead conceived of as a dynamic,
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ever-evolving entity—as an “essentially contested concept”—side-
stepping the trap described by Hartog seems possible.* We con-
tend that the national framework—although, or perhaps because,
it is contested—remains a vital and rewarding organizational con-

cept in the writing of history.

Nations Within Nations

The contested state of the nation stems from within, as well as
from without. If transnational design dialogues, international
trade, and supranational policies call attention to the extrinsic
complexities of national narratives, then conversely, a range of
intra-national contexts serves to highlight their intrinsic complex-
ities. Many, if not all, modern nation-states comprise ethnic, geo-
graphic, linguistic, cultural, and legal entities, the expanses of
which often do not overlap with state borders. The disparate legis-
lations of the states that make up the United States, for instance,
can make or break efforts by companies designing products and
systems intended to work seamlessly on a national (and interna-
tional) scale.” The contested national-linguistic identities of many
regions and cities, such as Brussels, are reflected in their material
culture (see Figure 2).

In other instances, regional cultural identities—including
design cultures—are so prevalent that they virtually overshadow
the national ones. In Italy, campanilismo—hometown attachment—
is still very much a force to be reckoned with, and regional diver-
sity has greatly affected design history writing.* In Spain, the local
and regional design cultures of Barcelona and Catalonia have at
times seemed to usurp that of the nation.** Also, in countries as
different as Sweden and the United States, the region has emerged
as a unit of design historical analysis.*

As politically charged and ethically precarious as issues
pertaining to some of these geographically defined sub-nations
can be, the situation becomes more delicate still where ethnicity
is concerned, although this complexity s rarely acknowledged by
design historians. Despite the longstanding multi-ethnic make-up
of nations like the United Kingdom and the United States and
the centrality of design to diaspora cultures, diversity remains
poorly reflected in their design histories.* The forging of ethni-
cally inclusive national narratives becomes even more convoluted
when considering indigenous “nations within nations,” such as
the “first nation” peoples of Canada, the Mayan peoples of Meso-
America, or the Sami population in Scandinavia. In such cases,
these populations sometimes even possess homelands that cut
across national boundaries while being considered (state-less)
nations in and of themselves. At the other end of the scale are
dispersed peoples, such as Jews and Roma, whose material cul-
tures are rarely articulated in national narratives, and only
now are the relations between migration and design culture being
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examined.* These many intrinsic complexities of the contested

entity that is the nation need to be explored and explicated
in the writing of national design histories so that more inclusive
and representative accounts of national design cultures can
be constructed.

Transnational Design Histories
Just as we caution against rejecting the national in favor of the
global, so also do we avoid advocating for the reverse—reject-
ing the global in favor of the national. Nations are not isolated enti-
ties; they engage in multidirectional dialogues with neighbors,
friends, influencers, trading partners, and enemies. Given the
importance of international liaisons, that so many academic stud-
ies are bound by national borders is both surprising and concern-
ing. Designed spaces, objects, images, processes, and behaviors
certainly are capable of communicating national identity; mean-
while, one characteristic of globalization is the wider exchange of
people, ideas, goods, and services across national borders. Global-
ization thus calls us to produce internationally situated investiga-
tions in which national design histories are understood within
international contexts. One route to this understanding is transna-
tional design history.

To truly understand what, if anything, is distinctive about
a nation, we must leave it, perceive it from a distance, appraise
it from a conceptual Archimedean point. To illustrate, Italian
design is a myth as much constructed in the design stores, maga-
zines, and galleries of London, New York, Paris, and Sydney as
in the design studios, factories, and small- to medium-sized busi-
nesses of Milan, Florence, Turin, or Rome.* This creation process
has incorporated landmark exhibitions, including Italy: The New
Domestic Landscape at New York’s Museum of Modern Art in 1972 (see
Figure 3), as well as quotidian press coverage.
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National studies clearly do not have to be written only
from outside the nation in question or by foreigners. But
design historians should more often undertake the greater work
involved in transnational studies, supra-national regional studies,
and/or comparative studies to better reflect the ways in which
design is, and has been, conceived, produced, mediated, and
consumed internationally.

The consumption and mediation in one place of goods,
images, or ideas produced in another provides a rich seam for
historians of design and culture to study.* When people move,
they undergo a process of acculturation or “transculturation,” as
Fernando Ortiz called the process in relation to Cuba, in particu-
lar.¥ Ortiz’s concept of transculturation can be applied to the
movement of goods, images, and ideas that requires a process of
acculturation on the part of producers, consumers, and mediators.
In his monumental work of postcolonial theory, Edward Said
has critiqued the transcultural practice of Orientalism, character-
ized as exoticized representations of a generalized middle and far
“East.”® Said’s orientalism is literary, but designed objects also
express orientalism, from the “Chinoiserie” of the eighteenth-
century British potteries” willow pattern, inspired by Delft blue
variations on Chinese ceramics, to the mid- to late-nineteenth
century trend for “Japonisme” (see Figure 4).*

Also highly relevant for a transnational and/or trans-
cultural design history is Homi K. Bhabha’s (1994) postcolonial
notion of “hybridity” as a dialogue between colonizer and colo-
nized, rather than a binarism and an inflexible relation of center
and margin. More recently, a tendency to celebrate cultural hybrid-
ity as a form of transnational or multicultural communication has
ceded to recognition that the nations engaged in producing
hybridity are often participating in unequal power relations.*
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This inequality has been recognized, for example, in
American studies, the notion of American exceptionalism has
been discredited and all but discarded in favor of understanding
the United States within the world, and global American studies.
New currents in American studies exemplify what Janice Radway
has termed “bifocal vision,” which she describes as “a capacity
to attend simultaneously to the local and the global as they
are intricately intertwined” and “a relational and comparative
perspective.””

Proceeding from the recognition that national identity
cannot be understood solely from within a given focal nation, an
argument can be made that transnational or comparative design
histories are better fitted to understanding national identity in
design and the transnational nature of design and its histories
than the single-nation studies that have dominated design histo-
riography up to the present, despite efforts to globalize the field.

Globalized Nations
We live in an age of globalization. Globalization clearly has ramifi-
cations for the role of national frameworks and the experience of
national identities. However, at the same time, “we live in a nation-
alised world. The concept of the nation is central to the dominant
understandings of both political community and of personal iden-
tity.”> The increased mobility of people, products, and information
alike might be making the conceptual grid of nationality more
complex than ever, but it is not eradicating it. According to Tim
Edensor, “globalisation and national identity should not be con-
ceived in binary terms but as two inextricably interlinked pro-
cesses” because “as global cultural flows become more extensive,
they facilitate the expansion of national identities and also provide
cultural resources which can be domesticated, enfolded within
popular and everyday national cultures.”® Similarly, Anthony
Smith has argued that, far from rendering nations, nationalism,
and national identities obsolete, globalization reinforces and
recasts their roles in contemporary society.* Writing history today,
then, should be less about pitching the global against the local,
regional, and national, and more a matter of exploring the interac-
tions and influences between these different scales: “As each scale
of observation and analysis is associated with specific cognitive
benefits, the very principle of a variation of scales is more impor-
tant than the choice of one single scale.”>

So far, we have briefly reviewed the fall from dominance
of the national paradigm, as well as a range of alternatives to it, to
reach the current state of the art in the historiography of nations:
We now recognize that the local, regional, national, and global
operate in dynamic simultaneity. From this position, we can con-

sider design and national identity.
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Figure 5

Wooden cross country skis made by Madshus
Skifabrikk are here aestheticized almost
beyond recognition through modernist product

photography to resemble a Mondrian painting,

at the time of receiving the Norwegian Design
Center's Mark of Design Excellence in 1965.
Image courtesy of the Norwegian Centre for
Design and Architecture (CC-BY-NC-SA).
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Design and National Identity

Constructivist approaches to national identity have incorporated
design culture in their analyses to some extent, but largely in pass-
ing and rarely with much new insight into the meaning and role of
designed artifacts. In calling for an interdisciplinary approach to
the study of national narratives, Stefan Berger insists that scholars
from across the arts and humanities “need to study fictional, artis-
tic, musical, visual and historiographic representations of the
national pasts alongside each other.”** However, few studies to date
have systematically incorporated design in such examinations. The
material culture invoked in these studies has largely been
restricted to that which can be said to have an explicitly symbolic
function, such as flags, coinage, folk costumes, and monuments.”
Calls for greater attention to less overtly nationalist material cul-
ture remain unheeded so that these cultural aspects remain under-
explored.® Edensor’s critique of the various works of Gellner,
Anderson, Hobsbawm, Smith, and Hutchinson as useful but par-
tial in their neglect of popular culture and of the scalar practices in
everyday life is perhaps salient as a call for a greater design histor-
ical attention to national identity. In noting that “[t]he intimate
relationships between people and the things they make (or used to
make) become important signifiers of identity for national commu-
nities,” Edensor recognizes that “mass manufactured commodities
are associated with particular nations, also often carrying mythic
associations that connote particular qualities and forms of exper-
tise.”® Traditional, wooden, cross-country skis are a good example:
Although technologically obsolete, the skis today remain a symbol
of national identity in the Norwegian popular imagination (see
Figure 5).
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Figure 6
The Iron Bridge, Ironbridge, England.
Phatograph by Jason J. Smith.
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Therefore, the relationship between design and national

identity is extremely practical, concrete, and material, and it
operates at the level of the public imaginary, of myth, and symbol:
“In the face of globalisation, commonly shared things anchor peo-
ple to place.”® Not only are designers responsible for the regalia of
state and monarchy, and the flags, currency, stamps, and other
insignia of the public-facing nation; they also furnish our everyday
surroundings with goods and services that are taken for granted
and have been largely excluded from examinations of national
identity to date. Yet, as historians increasingly engage with mate-
rial culture, this regrettable lacuna is slowly being addressed.

In the introduction to his popular project, A History of
the World in 100 Objects, Neil MacGregor emphasizes the role of
designed artifacts in narrating national histories in a global
context: “All round the world national and communal identities
are increasingly being defined through new readings of their
history, and that history is frequently anchored in things.”® For
example, in some former colonies that have experienced industrial-
ization later, relative to Western nations, design has been consid-
ered an important way “for countries on the periphery to come to
terms with modernity, with the modern project, and not only in
the realm of industry, but also in that of social organization.”®
Since Gui Bonsiepe wrote these words nearly a generation ago, the
notion of a periphery that implies a single center, has been chal-
lenged, and a model of multiple centers is now more accepted as a
way of understanding cultural difference on a global scale.®

However, the intimate relations between design, designed
goods, and national identity are equally prominent in what are
often termed “post-industrial societies,” where national industrial
heritage and national design heritage become key identity markers.
Examples abound in the United Kingdom, the first industrialized
nation. The UNESCO World Heritage site at Ironbridge in England
is home to ten museums commemorating the “birthplace of
industry,” including not just the Iron Bridge itself (see Figure 6),

Design/ssues: Volume 31, Number 4 Autumn 2015



=

Figure 7

Members of the Danish design collective
Spring massacring Hans Wegner's iconic Y
chair at Trapholt art museum, Kolding,
Denmark, in 1995. Photo: Ole Frederiksen.
Image courtesy of Polfoto.
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but also the Coalport China Museum and the Coalbrookdale Iron
Museum, among others. The site is considered to be particular,
geographically bounded by the topography of the gorge, and of
“outstanding universal value”: “The Industrial Revolution had
its 18th century roots in the Ironbridge Gorge and spread world-
wide, leading to some of the most far-reaching changes in human
history.”s

Elsewhere, the influential design heritage of the Scandina-
vian region and its constitutive nations is subject to massive public
interest and sustained negotiation. This sentiment can be said to
have reached its iconoclastic apex when Spring, the Danish design
collective, in an event on the occasion of their exhibition at Trap-
holt Art Museum, took a chainsaw to Hans Wegner’s Y chair in
opposition to the looming shadows of “modern classics” and their
constraint on the “running room” of new generations of designers
(see Figure 7). Kjetil Fallan has suggested elsewhere that “products
clearly identified with national industrial heritage have become
increasingly important identity markers in our time of ‘liquid
modernity,” and their capacity to convey and evoke memories of
temps perdu is more significant than ever.”® A good example is
found in the remarkable popularity in contemporary New Zealand
of collecting “kiwiana”—objects seen as emblematic of recent
national history and cultural identity.®

However, design history has not only revealed how
designed objects can function as national identity markers, but
also has provided sharp criticism of the same phenomenon,
challenging the celebratory myths surrounding stereotypical
national design icons.” This essential anti-essentialist project
has informed subsequent scholarship in the field, including
Fallan’s revisionist collection of essays on Scandinavian design
and our joint work on Italian design.® In the latter, Lees-Maffei
has pointed out that a tendency to privilege the acts of ideation
and design, rather than the processes of manufacturing, media-
tion, and consumption, in determining provenance for goods
persists, even in the light of widespread recognition of the global
nature of contemporary design.® Critiques of the association of
design and national identity and work in design history, which
has supported reductive or overly programmatic instances of
such associations, have been informed to a greater or lesser
degree by postcolonialism. D.J. Huppatz has complained that
“[wlhereas it is by now widely acknowledged that the histories of
modernism and of colonialism are deeply entangled, design
history has not properly explored this connection.”” Yuko Kikuchi
and Yunah Lee have been similarly critical of the extent to which
what they characterize as “Euroamerican” design history has
failed to integrate work from outside that region, such as the
emerging scholarship on East Asian design history, and has
failed to take account of design histories in languages other than
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English.”” The problems associated with languages in design his-
tory writing will not easily be solved without significantly better
funding for bilingual publication, massively increased linguistic
capacity among design historians, or perhaps a technical solution
facilitating translations of a quality suitable for academic work. In
the meantime, design historians can continue working on the more
extensive coverage of design, variously defined, around the world,
informed by the recognition of the effect of colonialism and post-
colonialism alike:
... the history of design is entangled with the history of
colonialism, even if this appears to be deliberately avoided
in most design history discourses. It was not just design
in the colonial spaces that perpetuated or supported
colonialism; design in the “metropoles” made use of a
seemingly unlimited supply of raw materials, contributed
to the rise of consumerism, and created demand for
products that perpetuated the colonial system of
exploitation of labour, extraction of raw materials,
and environmental destruction.”

Much work in this direction remains to be done, and it is a promis-
ing project that should continue to yield rich results for under-
standing design. A recent example is Arden Stern’s study of how
the hand-painted store-front signs in Lusaka, Zambia “are visually
linked to globally dominant design practices”; yet “their creators
simultaneously imbue graphics of diverse geographic, historical,
and cultural provenance with Zambian specificity” through a pro-

cess of domestication.”

Conclusion

This article has considered the intellectual context for the present
situation in which we argue that studies of the national and of
national identity in design must now place their subject within the
contexts of the local, regional, and global at once if they are to
accurately reflect the processes by which design is produced,
mediated, and consumed in our century. We have considered sev-
eral methodological issues raised in this process and thereby
reflected something of the diverse strategies available to design
historians in working toward the goal of globalizing design his-
tory without negating the importance of the national in design.
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